Measuring blood pressure

Systolic blood pressure (the top number):
Your systolic blood pressure measures how much pressure your blood puts on your artery walls when your heart beats.
Diastolic blood pressure (the bottom number): Your diastolic blood pressure measures how much pressure your blood is putting on your artery walls when your heart rests between beats.
One or both of these numbers can be too hig h. If they're too hig h, you may have hypertension.
About Hypertension
Hypertension is when the force of your blood pressing ag ainst your artery walls is too hig h. This makes your heart work harder than it needs to and can cause damag e to your artery walls. 
Treating Hypertension
Treating hig h blood pressure starts with lifestyle chang es followed by medications, if necessary. Your doctor will discuss what treatment options are rig ht for you.
Lifestyle changes to lower your blood pressure
Lose weig ht, if you're overweig ht. Ask your doctor for a referral to a clinical dietitian nutritionist.
Eat a healthy diet. Include lots of fruits and veg etables, low-fat dairy products, and fiber.
Avoid foods hig h in fat and lower the amount of caffeine you eat and drink. 
Medication
There are many types of medications you can use to treat hypertension that work in different ways. The following are some examples, but there are others.
Your doctor will tell you which is best for you. Calcium channel blockers lower the amount of calcium that enters your heart. This causes the muscle cells in your heart to relax and widen, which lowers blood pressure. Some examples are amlodipine (Norvasc ) and nicardipine (Cardene ).
Beta blockers slow your heart rate and lower your blood pressure. This helps to reduce the amount of work your heart has to do. Examples are atenolol (Tenormin ) and metoprolol (Lopressor ).
Alpha blockers work by relaxing the smooth muscles in the walls of your blood vessels to improve your blood flow. One example is doxazosin (Cardura ).
If you have any questions, contact a member of your healthcare team. After 5:00 PM, during the weekend, and on holidays, call 212-639-2000.
For more resources, visit www.mskcc.org /pe to search our virtual library. 
